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Home Repair Scams

H ome repair and improvement scams are among
the most common consumer complaints.
Consumers complain about shoddy workmanship,
“fly-by-night” contractors who take payments and
don’t show up to do the work, and companies that
pressure homeowners into expensive, unneeded
repairs. You can avoid becoming a victim by taking
important precautions before having home repairs
done.

Beware of roving con artists. These scam artists

appear in the aftermath of hail-

knock on people’s doors and offer to do work

such as roofing, gutter cleaning, driveway

paving or tree pruning. They sometimes "
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storms or tornados, offering to
repair storm damage.

Warning signs of a scam:

* An offer of a reduced price
because they've “just done a job
nearby and have materials left
over” \\

* An offer of a “special” percentage
off the repair without being clear
about what the bottom-line price
will be

* No street address or telephone number, just
a post office box or an answering service

* A refusal to give a written estimate or con-
tract

*  Accepts only cash payments and asks you to
pay entire job up front.

Don't hire contractors who come to your door

unsolicited, even if they seem honest and helpful.
These con artists may take your money and disap-
pear before finishing the job, or sometimes before
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even starting the work, and are probably not licensed. If
something goes wrong, you would have no way to track
them down. Also, admitting strangers to your home
puts you at risk of being robbed.

Deal only with licensed contractors. When you need
work done to your home, choose a contractor carefully.

*  Get recommendations for licensed contractors

from satisfied friends and neighbors.

e Ask to see the worker’s Home Improvement
Commission license, and check the license
number and expiration date. Contractors must
display their home improvement license num-
ber on all of their home improvement contracts,

trucks and advertisements.

Go to the Home Improvement
Commission’s web site (www.
dllr.state.md.us/pq) to verify a
contractor’s license. Call the Home
Improvement Commission at 410-230-
Yo 6309 to ask about complaints filed against
a company. Why? If a contractor you hire
~l ,  fails to do the job, or does it poorly, you
may be able to recover your losses through
the Home Improvement Commission’s
Guaranty Fund if your contractor is licensed.

e Also call the Consumer Protection Division
(410-528-8662) to ask about any complaints
filed against the company.

* Insist on references from a contractor and check
them to see if the work was done properly, on
schedule, and within the contract price.

*  Get estimates from at least two or three compa-
nies, especially for expensive repairs.

Don’t pay for unnecessary repairs.
If a contractor says a problem will be expensive to fix,
get at least a second opinion on the diagnosis, and find
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out exactly what work the project requires. Shop
around for a contractor, getting price estimates from
several. When requesting an estimate, ask if there is a
charge for it.

eware of salespersons using scare tactics and threats,
B f sal g tact d threat
such as, “Your furnace will blow up if it’s not re-
paired quickly,” or “Your water is unsafe to drink.”

Insist on a complete written contract. The contract
should include: the contractor’s name, address and
telephone number, a description of work done, ma-
terials used, labor cost, timetable, payment schedule,
completion date, names of subcontractors, warranty
agreements, clean up and financing arrangements.
Find out beforehand if the contractor charges by the
job or by the day.

Know your right to cancel. Because most home
improvement contracts are signed in the home, you
are protected by the Door-to-Door Sales Act, which
gives you three business days to cancel the con-

tract (the contract should advise you of this right.)
However, it’s always best not to sign a contract until
you've considered all your options and are sure about
your decision. Beware of any contractor who asks
you to waive your right to cancel within three days.

Don’t pay more than one-third of the total con-
tract price in advance. In Maryland, it’s against the
law for a contractor to accept more than one-third in
advance. Before making your last payment, live with
the improvement for a few days. Don’t sign a cer-
tificate of completion or release final payment until
you have proof the subcontractors have been paid
and all the work in the contract is completed to your
satisfaction.

Be cautious of home repair/improvement financ-
ing offers. If a contractor offers to arrange financ-
ing for your home repair project, shop around for
financing yourself. Your own bank or a regular lender
may offer better terms. Also, some shady contractors
may get you to sign loan papers that are actually for
a mortgage against your home. Or, the loan money
may be paid directly to the contractor even before
the work is done, so the contractor could take the
money and disappear before finishing the job.

Volunteer Opportunities and Internships

Do you like to help people? Do you live in the Bal-
timore area? Then come volunteer in the Attorney
General’s Consumer Protection Division.

Our volunteers respond to consumer inquiries on
the telephone hotline, and mediate consumer com-
plaints against businesses and health care providers.
You will receive training in mediation and learn

valuable skills. The division also offers college and

law students a variety of internship opportunities.

Our downtown office is convenient to the Light
Rail and Metro, and volunteers receive a travel
stipend. No experience necessary. Interested? Call

410-576-6519.

Attorney General’s Consumer Offices

Consumer Protection Division
200 St. Paul Place, 16th FL.
Baltimore, MD 21202-2021
o General Consumer Complaints: 410-528-8662
Toll-free: 1-888-743-0023
TDD: 410-576-6372
9 a.m. to 3 p.m. Monday-Friday
e Medical Billing Complaints: 410-528-1840
9 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. Monday-Friday
To appeal health plan claims decisions:
Toll-free within Maryland 1-877-261-8807
Branch Offices

e Cumberland

301-722-2000; 9 a.m. to 12:00 p.m. 3rd Tuesdays
e Frederick

301-600-1071; 9 a.m. to 1:00 p.m. 2nd and 4th Thurs-

days
o Hagerstown

301-791-4780; 8:30 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. Monday-Friday
e Prince George’s

301-386-6200; 9:00 a.m. to 5:00p.m. Monday-Friday
o Salisbury

410-713-3620; 8:30 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. Monday-Friday
o Southern Maryland (Hughesville)

301-274-4620 Toll-free 1-866-366-8343

9:30 a.m. to 2:30 p.m. Tuesdays

The Consumer’s Edge is produced by the Maryland At-
torney General’s Office. Reprints are encouraged. Free
subscriptions are available to groups wishing to distrib-
ute to their members. Call 410-576-6956.
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